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Biomedical Communication: An Oubsider's Views

I am honored to bé& here today: to join the discussions of this
Institute on Advances in Bio~-Medical Communications. As a member of
Congress long interested in the health needs of this country, I have been
éersonally gratified in the past few years by The successes of our medical
research programs, by the increased responsibility shownAby Congress in
protecting and advancing‘the health of this nation, and'by the priority
being given to proposed legislation designed to bolster both thig research
and its application to the national health needs. An effective system of
bilomedical communications is an absolute "must" 4o the success of any such
‘program, and I am particularly pleased to have this opportunity 1o examine
some aspects of these matters with those who are experts in communication
‘problems.

This nation ié'justly proud of ilts medical research.progress. The -
great epidemic diseases, which once swept over the country leaving behind
broad wakes of pain and tragic loss of life, have been brought under cbn-
trol. In the past half century life expectancy has increased by more than
20 years, and, day by day, painstaking research is adding to the sum of our
'kpowledge. These past achlevements ~- and the hope that research holds for
the future -- make me greatly concefned about.anything that threatens to

limit further progress in improving the health of our people.
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Now, the comnuﬁications problem poses such a threat. Although this
problem has been dé:f‘ined In terms of two major components ~~ among sclentists
and beﬁween the scieﬁtists and the practitioners -~ 1t seems to me that
any such distinetion 1s essentlally artificial. As an outsicier ~— ag a
layman interested in health communications -~ I believe that all facets of
scientific commmications are Intertwined and must be considered, each in
.the light of the other. And then I would like to throw out some questions
for your consideratlion, somewhat as I have so often had the pleasu.ré of
doing while listening to expert testimony at the yearly Congressional
appropriations hearings. I will be much interested in your reaction.

Both the researcher and physician are suffering from the fact that
the massive growth of scientific knowledge has clogged our old channels of
coxmnunica.tiéﬁ. Like many of our problems today, thils one 1s of rather
recent origin. No douﬁt all of you are familiar wlth a recent survey which,
to me, summed up the problem neatly. It seems that in the 18th Century
there were only ten Journals to record the research results of the scientific
world - and today there are 50,000, Further, it is estimated that by the
year 2000 there will be almost one million journais in publica.tion. In
the 19th Century, in order to make possible coverage of the 300 journals
They had, abstract Journals began ‘to appear. Now there are 300 abstract
Journals ==~ and Jjournals which abstract’a.bstracts are appearing. o

Again ~= as with so many of today’s problems -~ moderh technology pro-
vides us with some new means to deal with our problems. After discussions
between selentists, educators, physiclans and commicatiom ‘people, modern
information retrieval systems came into being but han hardly yet come into

their own.
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One such system, of course, is the Medical ILiterature Analysis and
Retrieval Sysbtem -~ MEDLARS -~ which was established a couple of years
ago by the National Library of Mediglne right up on the Pike. This
system, as you know, will permit hundreds of medical research articles to
be Indexed daily by language, date, title, and subject matter ~- then be
retrieved by the computer in aﬁswering questions of ‘individual research
installations concerning new publications bhearing ori thelr immediate pro~
blems. The MEDIARS sysbem also has the capacity to compile and print
bibliographies of papers currently being published in numerous aress. of
lspecialization and research,
- Unfortunately, the Naticnal Idibrary of Mediecine is the only library
-in the nation with these capabilitlies. Therefore, these biblicgraphies
can be provided only upon request to practicing physiclans as well as to
research sclentists. The recent report of the President’s Commission on
Heart Dlsease, Cancer and Stroke found the "present state of most medical
libraries in the United Stabes is lamentable, largely because librarians
have not received thelr due share of the greatly increased atbention
and finding for research." The Commlssion warned thatlxmless something
was done to improve our national medieal library base, our increased
growth in scientlfic knowledge will become an "exercise in futiiity. "
Partly as a result of the recommendations of this Commission I .have'
recently introduced a measure into the House ~- 1dentical with a measure

introduced e in the Senate by my esteemed colleage,

Senator Hill =~ which, I belleve, willl do much to correct this deplorable

situation.
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This blll ~- if enacted ~- will provide Federal funds to assist in
the construction and rehabilitation of medical library facilities, the
training of medical librarians, the conduct of research and development: in
fields of medical library sclence, the expansion of basic library resources,
the/ development of a national system of reglonal medical libraries. It
will also provide for the support of non-profit biomedical publication,
and for the establishment of branches of the National Idbrary of Mediclne
in varlous areas of the nation.

If enacted, this measure willl provide a vitally needed improvement
in this Nation's library system. Blomedical i'esea.rch results will for
the first time be adequately stored and indexed and an individual sclentist
in any part of the country will be able to obtaln quickly and efficlently
both a listing of new articles in his area of research and copies of papers
he needs. Physicians » Loo, can, upon request, obtain comprehensive
bibliographles concerning disease conditions they will have seen in their
pa:bients.'

I am impressed by the magnitude of the job to be done, here, and I am
as confident as any of you that much can be done with the electronic devices
at our disposal. At the same time I must say that, to me, the retrieval of
data is not the most difficult problem in communications which we face toda.y;
.There are other p::;oblems which seem to me even more basic, and each 'of them
lemerges from one primary consideration: +the human element. I am convinced
that while electronic devices are uéeful, it is men, working tbgether R
utilizing the best brains available, who are.really the keys to an ultimate

solution of the problem.‘ I would like now to think out loud about some

of the problems so dependent . on the human element -- and to get your reactions

and suggestlons as to what might be done.
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Now I would not want to cast aspersions on the productive sclentists
of the nation, but what can be done To assure that what you are retrieving
1s worth retrieving?
Almost as much has been heard about the "publication explosion” as
about the "population explosion.” T'am sure that this association was in

. the mind of an editorizal writer on the New York Times recently when he

suggested that more thought ought to be given to "birth control techniques”
in the fleld of sclentific publicgtion. There is no doubt that the
"publish-cr-perish” syndrome causes the publication of papers which have
little scientific merit and these papers help glut the retrieval mechanisms
and are impossible to differentiate by purely mechanical methods. T have
been assured by those competent to Judge in various flelds that papers have
appearad which were rushed into print before the research results actually
warranted distribution -- and that this is continuing. It is Likely to
continue unless something is done about it. I know that edltors of
scientific journals are being urged to raise thelr standards for publication;
I wonder if any members of this group are in a positlon to add thelr volces
to such urging? I wonder, too, if this group has othér practical suggestilons
to offer —- you must have considered this problem -~ and I would be Ilnterested
to hear what you think. ‘

Directly related to the question of the quality of the selentiflc work
is the question of whether the paper is well written. Again, T have heard
1t said that a high proportion of sclentific papers are not well wriltten, or
not well enough written. If a sclentific paper cannot bé understood, it

should not be published and might as well not be retrieved. What is anyone

doing about this?
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I xnow that the American Medical Association -~ in an unusually
forward-locking effort -~ is doing something on its own about this problem.
Two years ago the AMA —- in cooperation‘with the School of Journslism at
Northwesteén University ~~ began sponsoring a summer Institute on Medlesl
Writing fof medical studentg and physiclans. Throﬁgh this Institute (which -
will be offered again this summer) young scientists are trained to communi-
cate more elearly and are glven a greater undérstandingvof the.purpose of
medical Journalism and medical welting.

It is traglc but no doubt true that in the massive number of pabers
being published today many significant findinés are lost because they are
80 badly presented that they are not properly understobd. Why can we not
have other and larger efforts to traln sclentists and physicians to be
competent wrlters?

Yet Well—written papers on high quality research == howevef well
Indexed and made available to other résearchers -~ will not help the
practicing physician who does not have the time to spend in the library.
For him, the collectlon of data alone is not enough. To organize the
enormous amount of data produced each year requifes talented.and sclenti~
fically trained medical writers. Such ﬁriters are today taking laboratory
regults == translating and summarizing -~ putting them in a form so that
the practicing physiclan can read and understand. It is significant that
almost without exceptilon, this gap has been filled -~ not by scientists -~
but by people with little sclentifle background but expert at communicating
facts and ideas. Thus, a whole new fileld of publications simed gt the
physiclan hag grown up In the last 15 years to help the busy family doct&r
keep abreast of the latest advances. I wonder 1f you think enough utiliza-

tion is belng made of this capability in commnication? What more might be done?
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Let me come back to the scilentists in the laboratorles of this
country. At the heart of the matter is this question: how @oes the
bench scilentist find out what his colleagues are doing? T have heard it
sald that those who talk most about the communications "crisis" are the
professional communicators, not the professional scientists. The argument
runs that the men who are doing the most exciting work in any fleld know
what their counterparts are dolng, through personal correspondence wilth
each other, through personal contacts at national and international meetings,
long vefore any paper is published on the results of resesarch in progress.

In 1964 the Nobel prize was awarded to two scientists working in the same
research area although they were geographically halfe-a-world apart. It

1s a fair assumptlon that these two d1ld not work in Ignorance of each other's
latest findlngs, nor did they wailt for a new contribution to the literature
to learn what the other had done. I am ﬂairly»certain, too, that the men
who are today opening up the new genetics are well aware of what their
colleagues are dolng, whether they are in London, New York City, Chicago,

or at the National Institutes of Health here in Bethesda.

This leads me td one last question: IHas any survey been made to
determine how the laboratory scientist feels about the communications
"erisis?" Have numerous surveys determined that these men who are working
on the frontlers of the unknown think it is essential that they seelevery
possible plece of relevant data, 1f they are to be sﬁccessful? Do they fear
thét they are not now as aware of all the related work as fhey need to be?

T don't know the answers to these questions, but there are probably answers ~-

and good ones =~ that you can provide to me, in the course of this Institute.
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During my 18 years of service on the House Subcommittee which reviéws
Federal health expenditures I have exerted every effort fo enhance this
nation's efforts in the medical research. I have heard some doubts ralsed
concerning the long-ranges effect of the Information retrieval effort.

Surely any system of blomedical commumnication must evolve to advance research
not to stifle it. DPerhaps I can illustrate this concern with an example
once told to me by an able and well-known sclentific administrator.

It seems that there were two laboratorles, each headed by equally
able scientists. In one laboratory the assisftants «~ when they came up
with an 1dea -~ were told to go to the library and thoroughly search the
literature before beginning a project. In the other laboratory the
asslstants were instructed to plan their projects and proceed with research,
allowing only minimal time for literature searching. The first laboratory,

I am told, never duplicated any research, but it was the other laboratory
that made outstanding research contributions.

To me, the moral of this story is that it may be just as wéll for a
scientlst not to know tha’t what he i1s attempting has been attempted before
and was found to be impossible ~~ because he may attempt it and do the
"impossible.” I do not believe that first-rate scientists will ever be
discouraged from this by whatevér'they may read -- but others, who may have
considerabie potential for making diséoveries, may be discouraged at a very
eritical point in thelr careers. I am concerned that this might happen,
and I cannot help wondering 1f those of you here have glven some thought
to the possible eventual optimm size of all information retrleval operations?
And have you consildered possible inherent defects in the wide-rangiﬁg systems

you are concelving today for use tomorrow and the day after tomorrow?
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I have spoken straightforwardly, here, this afternocon. The fact
'is that -~ on topies that dﬂ'{r‘ectly -concern the medieal research progréss
of this natlon and the health of 1ts people ~-~ I feel strongly. I believe
that you will reallze that I am a most friendly critic of your endeavors -—-
I am asking for information to answer both your critics and to provide myself »
with a flrmer basls upon which to stand when others ralse these questions
in my presence. I am seeking information. I can think of no better
opportunity to get _:Lt than now. Yéu are specialists in communications and
its many aspects, and I am sure that you -~ for your part =-- will weléome
this opportunity to educate me. |

I want to thank you for sharing your platform with me today. And I-
want to assure you that I stand ready to do anything in my power to help
assure that the recent great strides made in biomedical research will not '

be negated or even attenuated by faulty communlcations.



